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Improving organizational learning through leadership training 

Abstract 

Purpose: Managers play a crucial role in providing opportunities to employees for learning. 

Although scholars have called for intervention research on the effects of leadership 

development on organizational learning, no such research is currently available. This paper 

evaluates whether training of managers at workplaces can improve organizational learning.  

Methodology: The training program consisted of theoretical and practical elements aimed to 

improve line managers’ transformational leadership behaviors and, in turn, improve 

organizational learning. The study used a pre- and post-intervention evaluation survey. Line 

managers’ and their subordinates’ perceptions of organizational learning were measured with 

the Dimensions of Organizational Learning Questionnaire and with post-intervention single 

items on organizational learning.  

Findings: Comparisons between pre-and post-intervention assessments revealed that 

managers’ ratings of Continuous Learning and employees’ ratings of Empowerment and 

Embedded Systems improved significantly as a result of the training. The leadership training 

intervention had positive effects on managers’ perceptions of individual-level and on 

employees’ perceptions of organizational-level aspects of organizational learning. 

Originality/value: The study provides empirical evidence that organizational learning can be 

improved through leadership training. Both line managers and their subordinates perceived 

that organizational learning had increased after the training intervention, albeit in different 

ways. Implications for developing leadership training programs and for evaluating these are 

discussed.  

 

Keywords: Leadership training; organizational learning, intervention study, transformational 

leadership, line managers 



Improving organizational learning through leadership training 

Organizational learning is a well-documented determinant of desirable organizational 

outcomes such as financial performance, innovation capacity, and customer value (Yukl, 

2009, Davis and Daley, 2008, Ellinger et al., 2002, Ellinger et al., 2003, García-Morales et al., 

2012, Jiménez-Jiménez and Sanz-Valle, 2011, Baker and Sinkula, 2002, Valencia et al., 2010, 

Santos-Vijande et al., 2012). The rationale for attempting to improve these outcomes via 

improving organizational learning is that the subsequent development of new knowledge can 

reduce the likelihood that a company’s human capital will become outdated, thus enabling the 

skills and knowledge to remain dynamic, and improving organizational performance (García-

Morales et al., 2012).  

 

Organizational Learning  

Organizational learning is often defined as a change in the organization’s knowledge that 

occurs as a function of experience (Argote, 2011). This knowledge can manifest itself in 

changes in cognitions, routines, and behaviors (Argote, 2011). Thus, organizational learning 

is a process that involves continuous change in individuals’ cognitions and behaviors (Argote, 

2011). Individual employees are the mechanisms through which organizational learning takes 

place as individual learning processes become embedded in organizational functions (Argote, 

2011, Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). Learning and knowledge generated by individuals cannot 

be sustained in an organization unless they are supported by actions. To develop sustained 

learning, ideas need to be shared, actions taken, and common meaning developed (Argyris 

and Schon, 1996, Huber, 1991). Thus, organizational learning takes place via the social 

processes and group dynamics that govern individuals’ interactions (Crossan et al., 1999).  

 



Scholars have suggested that organizational learning occurs at three levels: the individual, the 

group, and the organization (Crossan et al., 1995, Crossan et al., 1999, Marsick and Watkins, 

2003). Correspondingly, seven distinct but interrelated dimensions of a learning organization 

have been proposed (Marsick and Watkins, 2003, Yang, 2003, Yang et al., 2004). The 

individual level is composed of two dimensions: Continuous Learning represents an 

organization’s effort to create learning opportunities for all of its members. Dialogue and 

inquiry refers to an organization’s effort to create a culture of questioning, feedback, and 

experimentation. These two dimensions represent learning at the individual level. Team 

Learning is reflected in work processes related to teams’ goal setting, information sharing and 

collaboration, and reflects the organization’s efforts in relation to these aspects. Embedded 

systems indicates efforts to establish systems to capture and share learning. System 

connections reflects the connection between the internal and external environments. 

Empowerment signifies an organization’s process to create and share a collective vision, and 

use feedback from its members on the gap between the current status and the new vision. 

Providing leadership for learning deals with leaders’ strategic thinking about how to use 

learning to create change and to move the organization in new directions. These four latter 

dimensions represent organizational-level learning. The development of organizational 

learning requires strength in all these aspects (Marsick and Watkins, 2003, Yang, 2003, Yang 

et al., 2004). 

 

Leadership and Organizational Learning 

Leadership is one of the most important organizational function that influences the conditions 

for collective learning (Yukl, 2009, Aragon-Correa et al., 2007, García-Morales et al., 2012, 

Vera and Crossan, 2004, Berson et al., 2006, Gomez and Ranft, 2003, Beattie, 2006), as it 

constitutes a process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to learn and accomplish 



shared goals in the organization (Berson et al., 2006). This influence has been suggested to be 

both direct and indirect, through leaders’ direct actions and communication with employees, 

or though their role in creating favorable conditions for learning and implementing 

appropriate supporting activities and structures, respectively (Yukl, 2009, Yukl and 

Lepsinger, 2004). In support of this, research has illuminated potential mechanisms by which 

leadership can impact organizational learning. Specifically, Berson et al. (2006) argue that 

there are three mechanisms for this: the provision of contextual support and bolstering 

resources, the provision of guidance on how to integrate learning across work groups, and the 

institutionalization of learning into the organization’s practices and policies. Furthermore, 

there is evidence that leaders can increase employees’ developmental readiness, or ability and 

motivation for learning, by influencing the function and structure of learning networks, and 

by actively helping to diffuse and institutionalize learning and new knowledge (Hannah and 

Lester, 2009). 

 

A large volume of research on leadership and organizational learning has focused on the value 

of transformational leadership (Vera and Crossan, 2004, Yukl, 2009). Transformational 

leadership is a vision-based approach to leadership that builds on the importance of a strong 

identification with the leader and the work unit where the leadership takes place (Bass and 

Riggio, 2006). The leader acts as a role model who inspires and motivates employees to 

perform beyond expectations and encourages them to go beyond their own personal goals and 

interests for the collective good (Bass and Riggio, 2006, Bass, 1999). The concept of 

transformational leadership is composed of four dimensions (Bass, 1985): idealized influence 

(the leader acts as a role model and gains trust and respect of his or her followers), 

inspirational motivation (the leader formulates a clear and attractive vision and hold high 

expectations that followers will achieve more than they thought possible and ultimately reach 



the vision), intellectual stimulation (the leader encourages followers to make their own 

decisions, to find new ways of working, and to be creative and innovative), and individualized 

consideration (the leader spends time coaching followers and provides personal attention to 

their development and achievements).  

 

Transformational leadership has shown to be significantly related to both structural 

(organizational learning mechanism) and cultural (organizational learning values) learning 

components (Amitay et al., 2005). It has also been demonstrated that transformational 

leadership can influence organizational learning by promoting intellectual stimulation and 

providing inspirational motivation and self-confidence among employees (Coad and Berry, 

1998). It can also generate greater awareness and acceptance of the organizational goals and 

foster a shared vision, and re-orientate learning activities and the construction of work teams. 

Transformational leadership can also allow leaders to commit to learning and provide what is 

needed to overcome internal skepticism and external difficulties to establish learning within 

the organization (Wick and León, 1995). In addition, an indirect effect of transformational 

leadership on organizational learning has been suggested via the leaders’ influence on 

communication (Argyris and Schon, 1996, Schein, 2004). These studies offer important 

suggestions on how leaders influence learning at the individual, team, and organization levels 

(Yukl, 2009).  However, the available research offers little guidance on improving leadership 

capacity to enable and promote organizational learning.  

 

There is also a substantial body of research that indicates the positive impact of leadership 

training across a wide variety of settings, industries, and outcomes, regardless of the 

theoretical perspective adopted by the researchers (Avolio et al., 2009). Most studies have 

focused on transformational leadership training, demonstrating that such training can increase 



not only employees perception of leaders’ transformational leadership (Barling et al., 1996, 

Kelloway et al., 2000, Duygulu and Kublay, 2011, Brown and May, 2012, Fitzgerald and 

Schutte, 2010) but also their attitudes and behaviors. For example, Hardy et al. (2010) found 

that transformational leadership training in the British army increased employees’ self-

confidence and resilience. Dvir et al. (2002) demonstrated a positive impact of 

transformational leadership training in the Israeli army on follower self-efficacy, extra effort, 

critical-independent approach, and objective performance. Barling et al. (1996), in a sample 

of Canadian bank employees, found significant improvements in commitment and 

performance among followers whose leaders had attended a transformational leadership 

training program.   

 

Despite this evidence, and calls from scholars for intervention studies on the effects of 

leadership and training on organizational learning (Yukl, 2009), to the best of our knowledge 

no such studies are available or have been published to date. Thus, it remains unclear whether 

training workplace leaders can improve learning in an organization. Therefore, this study 

examined the possible impact of a training intervention for line managers on their and 

employees’ ratings of organizational learning. The following research question was 

investigated:  

Can a training program consisting of theoretical and practical elements to increase 

transformational leadership behaviors improve managers’ and employees’ ratings of learning 

at the individual, group and organization levels? 

 

This study offers two needed contributions to the literature. First, it adds to the current 

knowledge on leadership training by evaluating whether a training program developed for line 

managers can impact on organizational learning. Second, it expands the literature through the 



evaluation of two stakeholder perspectives on organizational learning, i.e. managers and their 

subordinates, thereby contributing to the understanding of leader training effects on learning 

climate from different perspectives.  

 

Method 

Design and Context   

The study was set within a forest industry organization in Sweden with approximately 800 

employees.  The study used a pre- (November 2011) and post-intervention (March 2013) 

questionnaire survey. The intervention was agreed with the organization, developed and 

conducted by its external occupational health service, and evaluated by the research team. The 

goals of the intervention were aligned with the organization’s vision and objectives, and its 

main outcomes were improvements in transformational leadership behaviors, safety climate, 

and organizational learning. Evaluation studies reported elsewhere (Tafvelin et al., 2015, von 

Thiele Schwarz et al., 2015) have demonstrated significant improvements in leader and 

employees’ ratings of transformational leadership behaviors and safety climate as a result of 

the intervention.  

 

The Intervention 

The intervention was implemented between December 2011 and March 2013. It comprised of 

a total of 20 days of training in groups of about 20 managers. Multiple training methodologies 

were used as recommended in prior leadership training literature (Cacioppe, 1998), including 

feedback on a 360-degree evaluation of participants’ leadership to improve self-knowledge, 

experiential learning, modeling of leadership behaviors, lecturing, and practice of newly 

learned skills. To allow participants to build relationships with other managers in the 



organization and learn from their experience, the groups consisted of managers from different 

sections of the organization.  

 

The intervention commenced with individual feedback on the 360-degree evaluation of the 

participating managers’ leadership behaviors. Thereafter, the intervention consisted of two 

blocks of training: one theoretical and mainly classroom-based, and one practical with 

exercises and skills-training taking place in the classroom and at the workplace. The practical 

sessions included additional skills training, for example in feedback and information sharing, 

the alignment of one’s own and one’s employees’ activities to organizational goals, 

coordination of activities and transformational leadership behaviors. The theoretical block 

encompassed 14 days over a period of six months (December 2011 to June 2012). The 

practical block consisted of a total of six days (August 2012 to March 2013). During the 

practical block each manager was asked to apply the learning from the theoretical block and 

work with their work groups to improve an area of their choice (i.e., routine process 

improvements). For example, one improvement project focused on information-sharing in one 

of the work stations, including improving collective leadership, collaboration efficiency, and 

feedback and information-sharing among team members and between line managers and 

subordinates. The managers worked on their improvement projects between sessions and 

received feedback and support during the sessions. Thus, the intervention offered the 

managers opportunities to reflect and acquire skills by working on realizing improvements in 

the work place. In addition, allowing managers to choose their areas of improvement for the 

practical exercises offered an opportunity to tailor the training to the work challenges each of 

the participants experienced.  

 



To support the leadership training, efforts were made to ensure senior management 

engagement, alignment between the objectives of the leadership training and organizational 

objectives and to provide a supporting structure for the line managers. This was achieved via 

regular meetings between the occupational health service and the senior management team 

throughout the program. This supplementary component of the intervention was based on the 

notion that the influence of leadership on organizational learning can be both direct, i.e. 

through line managers’ actions, and more indirect though senior managers’ actions to create 

supporting structures. 

 

Participants  

All line managers (N=101) in the organization were given the opportunity to participate in the 

intervention. Line managers were defined as the management level directly above non-

managerial workers, and in this organization included production managers and section 

managers with employee supervisory responsibilities. At the pre-intervention all line 

managers answered the baseline survey (Npre=101; response rate RR=100%). The post-

intervention follow-up questionnaire was administered to all line managers who were 

employed by the organization at that time (a total of 97, of whom Npost=94 responded; 

RR=97%), and six of them did not give consent for their data to be used in research. Another 

twelve line mangers were excluded due to missing data on pre- or post-intervention survey. A 

total of 76 line managers (RR=75.2%) were included in the present study, they had completed 

the relevant items at both the pre- and post-intervention survey and given informed consent 

for the data to be used in research. Line managers’ age ranged from 30 to 59 years 

(Mage=41.2, SD=8.1), the gender breakdown was 76.3% male and 23.7% female, and they had 

mean tenure in their current position of 5.5 years (SD=5.6), and mean tenure in the company 

was 19.8 years (SD=11.2).  



 

The managers were also asked to invite five of their subordinates (both employees they felt 

close to and employees they perceived as more distant) to complete the employee survey. A 

total of 290 employees were invited to participate, Npre=212 (RR=73.1%) completed pre-

intervention surveys, and Npost=141 (RR=48.6%) completed the post-intervention survey. A 

total of 20 employees were excluded due to missing data on the pre- or post-intervention 

survey or not approving the data to be used in research. The final sample of employees 

analyzed in the present study consisted of 121 employees (RR=41.7%). Employees’ age 

ranged from 20 to 60 years (Mage=46.4, SD=9.3), and the gender breakdown was 81.1% male 

and 18.9% female. Their tenure in the company ranged from <1 to 42 years (M=22.8, 

SD=10.5), and their tenure in the current position was mean 12.0 years (SD=8.0). 

 

Procedure  

An introductory letter outlining the aim of the study and a personal link to a web-based 

questionnaire was emailed to each participant. It was emphasized that participation was 

voluntary and all respondents were asked to provide written informed consent to participate. 

Two reminders were sent during the response window of three weeks. The study was 

approved by the researcher’s University ethical review board. 

 

Measures  

Five dimensions of organizational learning were assessed using the short version of the 

Dimensions of Organizational Learning Questionnaire (DLOQ-A) (Yang et al., 2004, Lien et 

al., 2006, Joo and Shim, 2010, Marsick and Watkins, 2003). Specifically, the subscales 

Continuous Learning, Dialogue and Inquiry, Team Learning, Embedded Systems and 

Empowerment were used. Table 1 presents the items and Cronbach’s alpha values for each 



subscale based on the data from the pre-intervention survey. Participants were asked to rate a 

number of statements about their workplace on a 6-point Likert scale (from 1 = almost never 

true to 6 = almost always true). Following a Swedish validation of the scale (Augustsson et 

al., 2013), the item “Staff help each other learn” in the in the Continuous learning subscale of 

the original DLOQ-A was replaced with “Staff can get money and other resources to support 

their learning”. Confirmatory factor analysis has indicated that this subscale has appropriate 

psychometric properties (Hasson et al., 2013). 

 

Table 1 about here 

 

In addition, to examine the degree to which the changes between the pre- and post-

intervention assessment were due to the intervention, an item was added in the post-

intervention line manager and employee surveys on whether there had been any changes in 

organizational learning that they could attribute to the leadership training. For the employees, 

this was formulated as “Have you experienced changes in organizational learning during the 

last six months as a consequence of the leadership training intervention?”, with five response 

alternatives (“I haven’t experienced any changes”, “I have experienced changes and these 

were changes for the better/changes for the worse/changes that didn’t affect my work 

situation/don’t know”). For the line managers the corresponding item was “I think that the 

leadership training intervention has contributed to improvements within organizational 

learning”, also with five response alternatives (“completely untrue”, “somewhat untrue”, 

“neither untrue nor true”, “somewhat true”, “completely true”).  

 



Results 

Employees’ ratings on the single item on perceived changes in organizational learning due to 

the intervention showed that 42% (n=110) had not perceived any changes, 22% (n=57) had 

perceived changes for the better, 3% (n=7) had perceived changes for the worse, 13% (n=44) 

had perceived changes that did not affect their own work situation, and 16% (n=42) did not 

know. Similarly, 14% (n=11) of line managers answered “completely true”, 65% (n=51) 

responded “somewhat true”, 20% (n=16) selected “neither untrue nor true”, and 1% (n=1) 

responded “somewhat untrue” on the equivalent item on perceived changes in organizational 

learning as a result of the training intervention. 

 

The ratings of the five dimensions of organizational learning before and after the intervention 

were compared using repeated measures ANOVA, separately for line managers and 

employees. The results are shown in Table 3. Line managers’ ratings of the Continuous 

Learning were significantly higher after the intervention, compared to their pre-intervention 

ratings. As a result of the intervention, line managers perceived that employees were given 

time, financial, and other resources to support their learning, and were also rewarded for 

learning. No other significant changes in line managers’ perceptions of organizational 

learning before and after the intervention were observed. Employees’ perceptions of 

Embedded Systems changed significantly after the intervention. They saw improvements in 

how the organization takes measures to create infrastructures for learning, such as making 

lessons learned available and evaluating the results of training. Similarly, employees’ ratings 

of Empowerment also increased after the intervention. They perceived that they received 

acknowledgement for taking initiatives and calculated risks, as well as a sense of control over 

resources important for accomplishing their work tasks. The data did not indicate any other 

significant changes in organizational learning before and after the intervention. 



 

Table 2 about here 

 

Discussion  

This study aimed to fill an identified gap in the literature by examining the impact of a 

leadership training intervention on organizational learning. The data showed that both line 

managers and employees’ perceptions of three dimensions of organizational learning 

improved significantly after the leadership training. Specifically, managers’ ratings of 

Continuous Learning improved significantly, indicating that they perceived that staff in the 

organization were to a higher degree given time and other resources for learning and were 

rewarded for learning. Similarly, employees’ ratings of Empowerment and Embedded systems 

also improved after the intervention. These changes indicated that they perceived that efforts 

to establish systems to capture and share learning and the organization’s process to create and 

share a collective vision and receive feedback from its members about the gap between the 

current status and the new vision had improved substantially.  

 

Behind these observed changes in perceptions of organizational learning were changes in 

transformational leadership behaviors, which also increased as a result of the training in this 

group of line managers (Tafvelin et al., 2015). This study has provided evidence that 

transformational leadership, which was at the core of the training intervention, is a useful 

mechanism for understanding the relationship between leader training and organizational 

learning. Elsewhere, transformational leadership has also been shown to be related to high 

levels of organizational learning (García-Morales et al., 2012), for instance, by generating 

greater awareness and acceptance of the organizational goals and fostering a shared vision 

(Wick and León, 1995). It is possible that in the present study, line managers’ more frequently 



enacted transformational leadership behaviors also fostered learning and feedback systems 

that, in turn, improved organizational learning.  

 

The findings also indicated that during the timeframe for intervention evaluation, line 

managers and employees perceived that the effects of the training intervention were at 

different levels of organizational learning. Specifically, the employees experienced improved 

organizational processes for learning, as indicated by their ratings of Empowerment and 

Embedded Systems, which correspond to organizational-level learning. They did not perceive 

any changes in team or individual-level organizational learning. On the other hand, the 

managers reported that employees were offered more time and other resources for learning 

and rewards for learning, which is captured by Continuous Learning and indicates changes in 

employee individual-level learning. They did not perceive changes in organizational- or team-

level organizational learning. It is possible that, as a direct result of the training intervention, 

the managers changed their behaviors by offering more opportunities for learning to 

employees at the individual level. However, employees’ did not seem to notice these changes, 

which is in line with findings that large parts of improvement initiatives reported by managers 

are not noticed by their subordinates (Hasson et al., 2012). However, employees did perceive 

changes at the broader organizational level. It is unclear whether these differences highlight 

the specific aspects of organizational learning that are important for different groups of 

stakeholders, or whether they merely indicate actual exposure levels to the intervention and its 

consequences. Indeed, at the core of organizational learning theory is the idea that learning 

occurs at all levels, from the individual to the group and the organization (Crossan et al., 

1995, Crossan et al., 1999, Marsick and Watkins, 2003). Developing organizational learning 

requires strength at all these levels (Marsick and Watkins, 2003). The results of the present 

study pose the question whether all groups of stakeholders need to perceive improvement at 



all levels, or whether it is enough that change occurs at different levels as a sum of the 

stakeholders’ perceptions.  

 

The data also showed that perceptions of three dimensions of organizational learning did not 

change over time, rendering any inferences on the mechanisms for the effects of the 

intervention tentative. Previous studies have shown that baseline conditions have an impact 

on whether organizations can make the most of an intervention (Augustsson et al., 2014, 

Ulhassan et al., 2014). Organizations with good work processes, leadership, and climate at 

pre-intervention may be in a better position to benefit from interventions and see 

improvements over time (Augustsson et al., 2014, Ulhassan et al., 2014). It has also been 

argued that a better organizational learning climate is required to take advantage of 

improvement or change initiatives (Westerberg, 2004). In the current study, the pre-

intervention mean values for all five dimensions of organizational learning and for both line 

managers and employees were lower than those reported in other studies (Marsick and 

Watkins, 2003). For instance, employees’ mean rating of Continuous Learning at baseline 

was 2.96 (range from 1 to 6), while previous studies have reported mean values between 3.94 

and 4.26 for employees (Augustsson et al., 2013, Hernandez, 2003). There is a possibility that 

in the present organization the baseline perceptions of organizational learning were so poor 

that they hindered developments in organizational learning. Of course, this interpretation is 

made on the proviso that the norms on organizational learning can be compared across types 

of work and industries and in light of the proposition that better baseline conditions are 

important for change initiatives (Westerberg, 2004). 

 

Implications for research and practice 

The present findings offer important implications for developing and evaluating leadership 



training programs and for research into organizational learning and leadership more broadly.  

 

One implication for future practice and research would be to focus on the individual 

contributions of the different components of the training program. Because the current 

intervention consisted of a multiple component program, it was not possible to separate the 

different components and to draw conclusions on the effects of each of these components. For 

example, it would be interesting to separate the role of meetings with senior management on 

line managers’ ratings of organizational learning. Support comes from evidence on the 

importance of senior management for achieving change in practice (Cacioppe, 1998). Past 

evaluation study have shown increases in transformational leadership behaviors among the 

managers who took part in this program (Tafvelin et al., 2015). Therefore, a recommendation 

for practice would be that both components (i.e., transformational leadership and senior 

management support), should be included in leadership training aiming to improve 

organizational learning. A recommendation for research would be to focus on improving our 

understanding of how different components of leadership training impact different dimensions 

of organizational learning. Related to this, the fact that neither the employees nor the line 

managers in the present study experienced improvements in team-level learning (i.e., the 

teams’ freedom to adapt goals and ability to adapt their thinking as a result of new learning) 

indicates that other types of activities may be needed to improve team learning. It is possible 

that an optimally tailored training program would include a combination of leader training 

and team level activities in order to have impact on organizational learning at this level.  

 

The finding that managers and employees had differential perceptions of what aspects of 

organizational learning changed as a result of the leadership training implies that an 

evaluation of both stakeholders’ perceptions may provide a more comprehensive approach to 



developing organizational learning. As mentioned, do all groups of stakeholders need to 

perceive improvement at all levels or can change be assessed as a sum of the stakeholders’ 

perceptions? Therefore, evaluations of leadership training programs should examine changes 

in organizational learning from several stakeholders. In addition, the design and evaluation of 

leadership training should take into consideration the baseline values for the target outcomes 

before starting the intervention. If baseline values are low, it may be necessary to first attend 

to the work processes, leadership, and group climate in order to improve the conditions to 

benefit from the intervention. It is also important to replicate the findings in multiple 

organizations and sectors.  

 

The study also highlights the complexity of selecting the most appropriate time points to 

evaluate an intervention. It is possible that improvements in the different aspects of 

organizational learning occur at different rates. Training transfer is a lengthy process and 

perhaps a second or even a third follow-up survey would have revealed changes in the 

remaining dimensions of organizational learning. This is also in line with recent discussion on 

measuring effects of an intervention at time points that are theoretically justified for the 

effects to occur (von Thiele Schwarz and Hasson, 2013). For instance, the items measuring 

Dialogue and Inquiry cover general perceptions rather than specific behaviors or changes; the 

latter are more likely to be a direct outcome of the intervention. It is possible that the general 

climate did not change between the two assessments, since climate and culture take time to 

change. A lack of change in participants’ ratings of this dimension may indicate that more 

time might be needed for the training to impact on culture. On the other hand, the intervention 

was longer than most training programs (Cole, 2008), stretching over a period of 16 months. 

Conversely, there is also a possibility that some of the more immediate effects of the training 

program on organizational learning had already diminished at post-measurement, due to the 



lengthy intervention period. Future studies should examine how the different aspects of 

organizational learning change through time after a leadership training program.  

 

Limitations 

The results ought to be interpreted with caution as the study has a number of potential 

limitations. First, because the data used in the study came from a single industrial company 

and no control conditions were available, it is not possible to separate the effects of time from 

intervention effects. However, no other learning initiatives were implemented in the 

organization during the study period. Furthermore, self-report was used to measure 

organizational learning. Although this allowed to assess individual perceptions, which are not 

easily measured through more objective measures (Hurrell et al., 1998), self-report also has 

disadvantages, such as social desirability and negative affectivity (Hurrell et al., 1998). When 

all variables are measured using self-report these issues are pronounced, potentially leading to 

spurious relationships (Hurrell et al., 1998).  

 

Additionally, two of the DLOQ-A dimensions, System Connections and Providing Leadership 

for Learning, were not included in the intervention survey. The former taps into how people 

and the organization are linked to its broader environment, which was not a primary goal of 

the leadership training program. The latter, providing leadership for learning, was one of the 

intervention target areas, but the participating organization asked to reduce the number of 

items in the survey directly concerning leadership. It is a common need in organizational 

research to adapt an evaluation to the needs of the organization (Kristensen, 2005). Moreover, 

the inclusion in the post-intervention survey of a one-item measure of participants’ 

perceptions of changes in organizational learning as a consequence of the leadership training 

could potentially limit the interpretation of the findings. However, it does add information 



about whether any changes in pre- and post-intervention assessment were perceived to be 

related to the intervention. This additional information is particularly useful when the design 

does not allow to separate between the effects time and of the intervention.  

 

In addition, the fact that the procedure involved the line managers selecting subordinates to 

complete the survey meant that not all employees were included. Although this is a 

commonly used strategy in leadership research (Fleenor et al., 2010), it is unclear whether it 

can affect the ratings of organizational learning. The line managers were asked to invite 

employees they felt close to as well as employees they felt more distant to, which would 

indicate that the sample is representative of the population of employees. To balance this 

potential limitation, a strength of the study is the large sample size for both line managers and 

employees.  

 

Finally, since there is a lack of relevant studies, it is unclear how long the effects on 

organizational learning can be expected to occur after the leadership training. As stated above, 

it is possible that measuring the outcomes 16 months after pre-measurement is too long a time 

lapse to detect effects of a change, or that measuring it directly after the intervention ends is 

too soon to capture how employees perceive the possible effects on organizational learning. It 

is also possible that the links of effects may be longer and more indirect than was possible to 

evaluate in the current study. Several follow-up measurements and more detailed information 

about the intervention processes at different work units, i.e. a process evaluation, would be 

needed.  

 



Conclusions 

This intervention study has provided evidence on the importance of leadership training for 

organizational learning. Line managers and employees’ ratings of three dimensions of 

organizational learning improved substantially after the leadership training intervention. 

Furthermore, the fact that line managers perceived changes in dimensions of individual-level 

learning, whereas employees perceived changes in dimensions of organization-level learning, 

implies that leadership training can affect different levels of learning for different stakeholder 

groups. It is important to further examine the mechanisms by which leadership training can 

improve organizational learning at all levels and for all groups of employees. This study 

provides needed knowledge on the activities to be included in leadership development 

programs when organizational learning is a target outcome of that. This study also highlighted 

ways to evaluate this type of intervention.  
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Table 1. The reliability indices (Cronbach’s alpha in parenthesis) and items of the five 

subscales of the short version of the Dimension of Learning Organization Questionnaire 

(DLOQ-A) used in the study 

Dimension  In my organization... 

Individual level: 

Continuous learning 

(.76) 

staff can get money and other resources to support their learning. 

staff are given time to support learning.  

staff are rewarded for learning. 

Individual level: 

Dialogue and 

inquiry (.64) 

staff give open and honest feedback to each other. 

whenever staff state their view, they also ask what others think. 

staff spend time building trust with each other. 

Group level: Team 

learning  

(.68) 

teams have the freedom to adapt their goals as needed. 

teams revise their thinking as a result of group discussions or 

information collected.  

teams are confident that the organization will act on their 

recommendations. 

Organization level: 

Empowerment (.74) 

The organization recognizes staff for taking initiative. 

The organization gives staff control over the resources they need to 

accomplish their work. 

The organization supports staff who take calculated risks. 

Organization level: 

Embedded systems 

(.67) 

 

the organization creates systems to measure gaps between current and 

expected performance. 

the organization makes its lessons learned available to all staff. 

the organization measures the results of the time and resources spent 

on training. 
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Table 2. Means, standard deviation, and summary of repeated measures ANOVA results for line managers and employees  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes. Line managers n = 76, employees n = 121; 1 = pre-intervention survey, 2 = post-intervention survey; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.  

  Line managers  Employees 

 

 

 

Time 

 

Mean 

 

SD 

 

F-value 

 

p-value 

  

Mean 

 

SD 

 

F-value 

 

p-value 

Continuous learning 1 3.38 0.93 9.39    .00**  2.99 1.14 1.31 .26 

 2 3.71 0.98    3.11 1.19   

Dialogue and inquiry 1 3.16 0.83 0.12 .73  3.42 0.93 0.00 .95 

 2 3.18 0.82    3.43 1.13   

Team learning 1 3.27 0.75 0.25 .62  3.34 1.00 0.04 .85 

 2 3.22 0.87    3.32 1.11   

Embedded systems 1 3.16 0.93 0.18 .67  2.90 1.04 12.72 .00*** 

 2 3.22 1.03    3.22 0.96   

Empowerment 1 3.44 0.77 0.39 .53  2.89 1.04 6.57  .01** 

 2 3.38 0.85    3.14 1.04   


